
Joining forces: exploring participatory research in museums

PB

  

exploring 

participatory 

research  

in museums 

Joining forces:

Susan Lambert, 2022



Joining forces: exploring participatory research in museums Joining forces: exploring participatory research in museums

2 3

Introduction 3

What is participatory research? 4

Wider context 5

Participatory practices in museums 6

Participatory research undertaken  8 
at MoDiP

Summary guidelines 9

Appendix: MoDiP’s projects 12

Bibliography 23 

Contents

Acknowledgements 
I would like to thank MoDiP’s co-researchers. 

Without them there would have been no projects 

and thus no text. I also thank my wonderful 

MoDiP colleagues for their help and advice over 

the years. Likewise, I thank Valerie Lodge, the 

AUB’s Research Manager, who, in addition to all 

the nurturing she has provided, commissioned this 

publication. Guidelines by another AUB colleague, 

Emma Shercliff: Stitching Together Good Practice 

Guidelines: Advice for Facilitators of Participatory 

Textile Making Workshops and Projects, 2020, 

co-authored with Amy Twigger Holroyd, provided 

a springboard for this publication. I thank her 

and her co-author. Finally, I am grateful to Nigel 

Pell, the designer. He could not have been more 

accommodating or responsive to the needs of this 

text. The design speaks for itself. Design & Artwork: Nigel Pell c/o MoDiP.

Introduction
This publication provides a brief introduction to participatory 
research and an overview of participatory research in the 
museum sector. As well as looking at co-inquiry with external 
groups not trained in research, it presents an alternative model: 
one involving exclusively trained researchers or museum experts. 
It also provides summary guidelines on how to undertake 
participatory research with particular reference to the latter. 

The publication is informed by and the guidelines 
extrapolated from the experience provided by six participatory 
research projects undertaken at the Museum of Design in 
Plastics (MoDiP), a research resource of the Arts University 
Bournemouth. Details of the projects are given in the Appendix.

MoDiP was created in 2007 when the decision was taken  
to refocus an existing accredited1 collection of design in general 
to one of design in plastics. In 2022 MoDiP acquired Arts Council 
England’s ‘Designated status’ in recognition of ‘its pre-eminent 

collection of national and international importance’2. It is also 
fortunate to be a university museum in receipt of funding 
from Research England ‘because of its unique and significant 
contribution to national and international research and 
scholarship’3. MoDiP’s workforce is small, consisting at the time of 
writing of 2.4, and never to date more than 4 full-time-equivalent 
staff members. By sharing MoDiP’s experience of undertaking 
participatory research and how this has developed and extended 
its practice, we hope that other museums, small and large, may 
find it easier to undertake participatory research and thus benefit 
from what has for MoDiP been a fruitful research pathway.

Your comments are very welcome. If you read it and have 
suggestions, or if it contributes to your practice, we would be 
grateful to hear from you. Feedback on ways in which we should 
amend or develop the guidelines to make them more useful is 
especially sought. Contact: modip@aub.ac.uk.

1 The Museum Accreditation scheme is the UK industry standard for museums and galleries. It tells everyone 
involved with a museum that they’re doing the right things to help people to engage with collections and protect 
them for the future.’ https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/accreditation-scheme/about-accreditation#section-1.

2 www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Designation_scheme_report_0.pdf.

3 www.ukri.org/publications/higher-education-museums-and-galleries-funding/
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What is  
participatory research?

Research comprises the systematic investigation into and 
study of materials and sources to establish facts and reach new 
conclusions4. Definitions of participatory research build on this 
in terms of who undertakes the research, the clear distinction 
between the ‘researcher’ and ‘the subject’ becoming blurred: the 
research is conducted ‘with’ rather than ‘on’ participants. Thus, 
it becomes a co-inquiry where the subject has an independent 
voice and all participants whether from the research community 
or otherwise are identified as ‘co-researchers’ (National Co-
ordinating Centre for Public Engagement 2017). Put another 
way, participatory research often engages those who are not 
necessarily trained in research but belong to or represent 
the interests of the people who are the focus of the research 
(Vaughan and Jacquez 2020). This has frequently also been the 
case in relation to museum practice through the involvement 

of what was traditionally called the ‘audience’ or ‘visitor’, as 
discussed below. 

A succinct definition of participatory research which 
supports the inclusion of MoDiP’s projects as participatory 
research is that it is: ‘the co-construction of research through 
partnership between researchers and people affected by and/or 
responsible for action on the issues under study’ (Jagosh et al 
2012). It recognises that co-researchers do not have to be drawn 
from the wider community but can be the ‘people … responsible 
for action on the issues under study’ as is the case with MoDiP’s 
projects. The researchers, drawn mainly from the museum 
community, have undertaken research which, at least in the first 
instance, was for the benefit of people who work in museums, 
although, of course, ultimately to enable them better to engage 
museum visitors with their collections.

Wider context
The origins of participatory research go back a long way. At 
their root is the phrase ‘knowledge is power’ often attributed 
to Francis Bacon, from his Meditationes Sacrae (1597), 
linked with the understanding that everyone has a right to 
knowledge and the authority it bestows. It is intended to break 
down the traditional hierarchy of researchers and subjects or 
participants, and thus the monopoly of knowledge by the co-
production of research. 

Significant figures in its development were the German 
American psychologist, Kurt Lewin (1890-1947), known 
especially for the 
introduction of social 
action research, and 
the Brazilian educator 
and philosopher, Paulo 
Freire (1921-1997), 
author of Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed, published 
in Brazil in 1967 and 
translated into English 
in 1970. Lewin ‘proposed 
a cycle of continuous 
inquiry, action and 
evaluation, undertaken 
with or by—as opposed 
to on or for—society’s 
marginalised peoples, the 
aim being to promote 
empowerment and 
social equity’ (Macaulay 
2017). In terms of 
workforce management, 
he recommended ‘active 
participation by those 
who have to carry out the 
work in the exploration 
of problems that they 
identify and anticipate. 
After investigation of 
these problems, the 
group makes decisions, 
monitoring and keeping 
note of the consequences’ 
(Adelaman 1993). Freire 
argued that teaching 
and research should not be dominated by experts but should 
be based on dialogue with the communities involved. ‘No 
pedagogy which is truly liberating can remain distant from the 
oppressed by treating them as unfortunates and by presenting 
for their emulation models from among the oppressors. The 
oppressed must be their own example in the struggle for their 
redemption’ (Freire 1970).

However, the term ‘participatory research’ was coined by 
Budd Hall in 1975. Dissatisfied with the research processes he 
encountered as a research officer at the International Council 

for Adult Education, he set out seven principles of participatory 
research. Importantly they included that the research 
process should be of some immediate and direct benefit to a 
community and not merely the basis for an academic paper; 
should involve the community or population in the entire 
research project from the formulation of the problem to the 
discussion of how to seek solutions and the interpretation of 
the finds; and should be seen as part of a total educational 
experience which serves to establish community needs, and 
increase awareness and commitment within the community 

(Hall 1975) . 
Subsequently 

participatory research  
has been and continues 
to be widely used, 
for example in health 
and feminist studies. 
However, its use within 
the humanities has been 
limited. There is a view 
that it can be a ploy 
to acquire funding.  A 
history of participatory 
research claimed: 
‘other researchers eager 
for funding began to 
describe their projects as 
participatory—although in 
practice many were just 
talking with communities 
or running a few extra 
focus groups—and 
absolutely not developing 
community partnerships’ 
(Macaulay 2017). 
Community participants 
in museums have 
themselves corroborated 
this viewpoint. 
Contributors to Whose 
Cake is it Anyway?, 
discussed further below, 
divulged they could feel 
‘‘used’ by their museums 
and galleries as a means 

to access further funding’ (Lynch 2011).  The fact that the 
Heritage Lottery Fund, the leading UK heritage sector funder 
since 1994, prioritises projects that ‘help more people and 
a wider range of people, to take an active part in and make 
decisions about heritage’ (HLF 2010) gives weight to this 
argument. Nevertheless, the ‘take an active part in and make 
decisions about heritage’ is important. The significance of 
active rather than passive involvement and of contributing 
to the decision-making process in relation to participatory 
practice is returned to below.  

4 Oxford Languages, https://www.google.com/search?q=definition+of+research&rlz=1C1GCEA_enGB982GB982&oq=Definition+of+research&aqs=chrome.0.0i512l10.5768j1j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8)
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‘Participants’, ‘participating’, ‘participatory’ are buzz words in 
the museum sector but participation is an ‘infinitely malleable 
concept’ that ‘can be used to evoke – and to signify – almost 
anything that involves people’ (Cornwall 2008). Participation’s 
openness to different interpretation has been addressed 
by, amongst others, Sherry Arnstein in A Ladder of Citizen 
Participation (1969) formulated in relation to planning in the 
USA but equally applicable to other fields including the museum 
sector. It provides a typology of eight levels of participation 
beginning with ways that have been ‘contrived by some to 
substitute for genuine participation’; moving through levels 
that give citizens a restricted voice but not one that necessarily 
enables participation in decision-making, to levels that endow 
citizens with ‘increasing degrees of decision-making clout’ 
culminating in full managerial power. 

Underpinning this typology and, indeed, this publication, 
is an assumption that participation is good but, given the 
authority traditionally associated with places of learning, it is 
worth bearing in mind that it can also provide an opportunity 
for oppression. In Participation: The New Tyranny?, social and 
development specialists explore the darker side that can lead, 
often unconsciously, to the unjust and illegitimate wielding of 
power (Cooke and Kothari 2001). 

Working with external groups in museums has a long history.  
Rössig and Jahn (2019) present the Renaissance conversion of 
medieval study rooms to places of social discussion and the 
nationalisation of aristocratic treasures in the French Revolution 
as early manifestations of citizen participation. Many small 
museums the world over owe their viability to the initiative, 

will and cooperation of local communities and, day to day, 
some museums are entirely run by volunteers. Community 
participation is widely used to strengthen relationships 
between museums and their existing, often local audiences 
(Lynch 2011); external groups are increasingly being involved 
in the development of content for exhibitions on subjects 
that relate to their lives (Gibson and Kindon 2013; Bunning 
2015); and in advising on ways of making the museum more 
accessible for example for people with special needs (Carrizosa 
2020). Awareness is growing that, in this ever increasingly 
interconnected and user-generated world, museum professionals 
must ‘find ways to bring the museum’s expert knowledge 
into conversation with the people who attend our museums 
– people who bring with them their own expert knowledge… 
And we need to find new ways to create narratives in common, 
narratives that will change over time as the world around us 
changes’ (McLean 2011).

Two pivotal texts that underpin contemporary thinking are 
Nina Simon’s The Participatory Museum (2010) and Bernadette 
Lynch’s Whose Cake is it Anyway? (2011).

Simon’s The Participatory Museum aims to help ‘cultural 
institutions reconnect with the public and demonstrate their 
value and relevance in contemporary life’ by providing ‘a 
practical guide to working with community members and visitors 
to make cultural institutions more dynamic, relevant, essential 
places.’  She divides participatory practices into four categories:

• Contributing to institutions.
• Collaborating with visitors.
• Co-creating with visitors.
• Hosting participants.

They involve different levels of activity for participants and 
different levels of yielding power for museum staff.

Whose Cake is it Anyway? describes the findings of a project 
commissioned by the Paul Hamlyn Foundation ‘to gauge the 
real nature and effectiveness of the engagement practices of 
museums and galleries’. The cake is a metaphor for museums, 
chosen because participants saw museums as a cake held by 
museum staff as community participants formed an orderly queue 
to receive their allotted slice. The project concluded that there was 
a tendency to confuse collaboration with consultation; partners 
tended to be seen as beneficiaries rather than active partners; and 
their roles often amounted to little more than rubber stamping 
existing plans. It also found that the wide use of project funding 
for collaborative projects contributed to a sense that such work 
was outside mainstream museum work (Lynch 2011). 

Nevertheless, the making of the London Science Museum’s 
‘Information Age’ gallery, which opened in 2014, provides an 
example of a mainstream permanent gallery that put many of 

the ideas promulgated in these publications into practice. A 
co-written article by members of the gallery team and of the 
School of Museum Studies at the University of Leicester, places 
its development in the context of wider participatory practice 
in museums reflecting on ‘the extent to which existing 
concepts, theories and 
approaches to participation 
and co-creation resonate with 
museum work of this kind’ 
(Bunning et al. 2015). 

However, none of these 
publications foreground 
research.  It is touched on in 
The Participatory Museum 
as a not very successful 
example of collaborating 
with visitors: institutionally 
focused, the research path 
directed by museum officials 
with participants working with 
and adding to institutional 
knowledge. Research is not 
mentioned at all in Whose Cake 
is it Anyway? even though the project itself was genuinely built 
on participatory research methodologies and thus provides an 
example within the sector. The analysis of the making of the 
‘Information Age’ gallery mentions research only in respect of 
developing and evaluating the practices involved in the creation 
methodology rather than in the creation of content. The question 
is, thus, to what extent is all this varied and valuable participatory 
activity in museums participatory research?

The relative absence of the mention of research in these 
publications may be explained by the fact 
that museum staff members have not 
generally seen their work as focused on 
research but rather on the preservation, 
study and interpretation of the objects 
in their care.  At the outset of developing 
a new gallery or exhibition, museum 
workers do not habitually consider 
what research questions it will address 
but rather what story they want it to 
tell and who the intended audience is. 
However, this does not mean they do not 
undertake research and that the ensuing 
product does not make an original 
contribution to knowledge.  Often it 
does as was clearly the case with many 
aspects of the ‘Information Age’ gallery 
at the Science Museum. 

The fact that participation can be 
interpreted in many ways has already 
been discussed. Although the handover 
of power plays an important part in 
participatory research, attitudes  
in museums to power sharing differ. 
Simon made it clear that her four participatory categories do 
not represent a progression towards an ideal model of ‘maximum 
participation’ but are of equal value. For her the purpose of 
participation is twofold: ‘to meet visitors’ expectations for active 

engagement and to do so in a way that furthers the mission and 
core values of the institution’ (Simon 2010).  The Science Museum, 
which based its approach on her participation categories,  
was clear from the start that it was not handing over authority 

to those who participated. 
‘That these teams on the 
Information Age gallery 
included individuals and groups 
drawn from outside of the 
museum, with diverse forms 
of expertise and insight, was 
considered a strength. At the 
same time, whilst the making 
of the gallery involved new 
ways of working, of eliciting 
and valuing contributions 
from communities outside 
of the Museum, the drive 
for participation was not 
based on an attempt to hand 
over power to these groups’ 
(Bunning et al. 2015). By 

contrast, Lynch ascribed the failure of the 
Revealing Histories: Remembering the Slave Trade events, staged 
to mark the bicentenary of the abolition of the slave trade, to 
achieve their goals of shared inclusive outcomes to a wide-
ranging reluctance on the part of the museums involved to yield 
control (Lynch 2007). A related article focused on Manchester 
Museum’s contribution concluded that ‘a more radical trust may 
be called for if UK museums are genuinely to collaborate with 
people beyond the profession’ (Lynch and Alberti 2010).

Traditionally, gallery development has been dependent on the 
museum workforce’s expertise; curators 
have tended to be defined by their area 
of expertise and take their place in the 
hierarchy of their museum according 
to its depth. Additionally, preservation 
of the object is paramount. It is 
therefore understandable that museum 
workers are reluctant to hand over 
responsibility, especially in terms of how 
the objects may be interpreted and how 
they may be handled and displayed. 
In fact, I have only found convincing 
examples of equal power sharing with 
people beyond the museum community 
when the objects displayed were made 
by the participants rather than selected 
from the museum’s collection, as was 
the case in the Mixing Room project at 
Te Papa (Gibson and Kindon 2013).  

What constitutes participatory 
research is ultimately a matter of 
opinion. For me, some processes and 
outputs discussed here although not 
framed as participatory research have 

involved meaningful and worthwhile conversations between 
professional and non-professional researchers that have led to 
the collaborative establishment of new facts and have delivered 
new conclusions. 

Participatory practices  
in museums
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The participatory research undertaken at MoDiP differs from that 
so far discussed in that it does not primarily involve community 
groups or people not trained in research but rather the museum 
workforce, thus arguably it presents a new model. It is however 
one that builds directly on the value attached to communities 
taking control of their own destiny as promoted by Lewin and 
Freire, and also on the importance of benefit to and sustained 
involvement of the community, underpinning Hall’s principles 
discussed above. 

Three of the projects involved the Arts Council England 
recognised Plastics Subject Specialist Network (PSSN), members 
of which are primarily museum professionals: curators, 
conservators and scientists drawn from across the United 
Kingdom but also include academics, industrialists and private 
collectors. A fourth project was a collaboration between the 
PSSN and the Dress and Textiles Specialists (DATS), also an 
Arts Council England recognised subject specialist network. All 
four projects also involved members of the Plastics Historical 
Society. Thus, the co-researchers were people from different 
organisations and different professions with shared research 
interests approached from different perspectives. In each case, 
the purpose of the research was to create an output that would 
help the museum community, some of whom were undertaking 
the research, better curate plastics objects for the benefit of the 
widest public. Thus, the immediate audience for the outputs 
was closely related to those undertaking the research. The 
outputs consisted of a general curator’s guide to plastics, an 
identifying plastics toolkit, a resource about the preservation 
of plastics objects and a curator’s guide to synthetic garments. 
The resources are mainly accessible online. We know from the 
viewing statistics and the kind messages we have received that 
they have become standard sources of reference and influenced 
development of resources both at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum and at the Netherlands Institute for Conservation, Art 
and Science. The Identifying toolkit also has a suitcase version 
which has been borrowed by eight UK museums and has toured 
with the Swedish National Heritage Board. The enthusiastic 
reception of these resources suggests that the participatory 
approach to the research has been a success. 

The other two projects also involved people from the 
museum community with the intention of providing beneficial 
outputs for the sector. 

10 Most Wanted involved three professional researchers 
from different organisations described by the funders as arts, 
technology and research partners. But more importantly, it 
also involved crowdsourced members of the public recruited 
through social media. The aim was to prototype a collections 
game which would involve members of the public in researching 
museum objects, an activity more commonly undertaken by 

professional curators. While most crowdsourcing projects ask the 
public to complete simple tasks that do not require sustained 
engagement, this project asked people to do more: for example, 
go to libraries and archives to find out information. Its aim 
was to take crowdsourcing to a new level. It was therefore 
disappointing that a curatorial questionnaire found that only 
half of respondents approved of the approach for researching 
collections. Notwithstanding, a clear majority agreed that it 
was useful for engaging people in new ways with museums and 
had a wide range of promising applications in the arts sector. 
Unfortunately, this is uncorroborated by users. The player survey 
focused on the usability of the website rather than on the 
satisfaction players obtained from their unusual involvement 
with curatorial work (Winter A & B 2014). The money ran out. 
It will never be known, had more funds been invested, if the 
concept could have made a step change in public engagement 
with museum collections.

The other project involved small museums, defined as 
museums with fewer than five fulltime equivalent staff 
members, looking for mutually beneficial ways of collaborating 
with commercial companies in their areas of specialism with 
a view to increasing their sustainability. The collaboration 
was expected to involve an exchange of financial support for 
interactions with the museum that would benefit the company’s 
profile. The search for industry collaborators from the plastics 
and design industries, was undertaken by a consultant well 
known in the field. Nonetheless it proved difficult to get 
companies on board until we lowered our expectations to 
defining museum benefit not in terms of cash but access to 
information about their practice otherwise unobtainable. The 
result was two exhibitions exploring the design process focused 
on donated objects of the companies taking part; and two 
guides, of which one was compiled collaboratively and the 
other entirely by the company. The project provided MoDiP 
with worthwhile resources it could not have created without 
the input from the other museums and the participation of the 
companies; and experience on which to build guidelines to the 
process for the benefit of the wider museum community; and 
some of the museums have kept in touch to mutual advantage. 
There was a distinct sense that small museums feel isolated and 
found ‘joining forces’ beneficial.  However, it did not succeed in 
finding a route to make museums more financially sustainable 
although this project also poses a question. Had there been the 
workforce to keep in touch with the participating companies, 
what developments might it have led to?

These six participatory research projects are analysed 
individually in terms of how they were achieved in greater detail 
in the Appendix. The Summary guidelines that follow are based 
on experience gathered while undertaking them.

Participatory research 
undertaken at MoDiP Summary 

guidelines

These are guidelines to undertaking the type of 

participatory research discussed above. Thus, they 

draw mainly on projects undertaken by participants 

for whom research is part of their normal practice 

rather than by participants from the public. They are 

written from the angle of a project leader. There is no 

right way to do things. Every project is different and 

will need an approach tailored to its particular needs. 

These guidelines are intended to act as an aide memoire 

against which to check your own instincts.  

Desirable skills

Ability to:
• be flexible and adapt to changing situations.
• be empathetic to co-researchers needs and what may be 

going on in their lives that you know nothing about.
• create an atmosphere of trust in which people are comfortable 

to share their thoughts and have them questioned.
• manage the expectations in terms of inputs and benefits  

of those involved.
• manage disputes between co-researchers.

Starting up

Identify the subject of the research and the 
impact you want it to have
Best to keep an open mind about the nature of outputs so that 
they can be designed in collaboration with and thus have buy in 
from co-researchers and benefit from their strengths.

Finding research partners
Research partners can be identified either through existing 

networks and relevant societies, or through open calls in the 
appropriate press and through social media. Asking people to 
respond to a questionnaire is a good way to spread the word  
and get people involved.

Bringing the team together
Co-researchers should meet and get to know one another and 
discuss the potential of the project at the outset. The meeting 
can take place in person or online or as a mixture of the two. 
If a large group is involved, it works well to have an inaugural 
workshop where papers related to the proposed theme are given, 
leading onto discussion of people’s hopes for the project and 
what they can offer.

Checklist for the team’s first meeting
An inaugural meeting is key for understanding co-researchers’ 
hopes and fears about their involvement in the project.

Co- researchers should agree:
• the subject of the research and its intended impact.
• that the necessary expertise is present or that others should 

be invited to join the team.
• parameters for involvement: what types of participation  

are sought.
• modes of communication: preferences in terms of emails, 

telephone conversations, online meetings.
• frequency of meetings in terms of sharing progress and 

addressing problems.
• where co-researchers’ strengths lie, the contributions they 

would like and feel able to make.
• where key responsibilities lie. 
• the scale of the project.
• the process for the next stage: mapping out the scope  

of the research, the nature and content of outputs, and 
their dissemination.

After the inaugural meeting, meetings should happen when  
and how as has been agreed. Meeting regularly but briefly  
even if only to share what has not happened is important for 
building the team and more effective in this respect than fewer 
longer meetings.

Undertaking the project

Mapping out the project: scope of the research, 
nature and content of outputs, and their 
dissemination
This should follow the process as mapped out at the inaugural 
meeting. 

Depending on the nature of the project and the preferences 
of those involved, this may be done in a meeting dedicated 
to it or it can work well if someone, usually the project 
leader sketches out a skeletal plan and makes it available on 
a drive shared by all participants who then populate it with 
their suggestions. If the meeting route is chosen, what is 
agreed should be written up and likewise made available to 
all members of the team for further amendment. Through an 
iterative process, a happy consensus is usually achieved. If it 
is not, the project leader must intervene and engage with the 
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disagreeing parties until a way acceptable to all concerned  
is found. 

It is important to get the whole team’s sign up to the agreed 
scope of the research, the nature and content of outputs and 
dissemination of the project’s findings. Key to the success 

of participatory research projects is that those 
involved have genuinely shaped it to fulfil the 
agreed impact.

Allocating who does what
By this stage, the proposed nature, structure 
and content of any outputs and how the 
findings will be disseminated should be clear. 
The required work should then be broken 
down into work packages with a timeline for 
completion and allocated to different members 
of the team. 

The process of clarifying the project  
will also have clarified where co-researchers’ interests and 
abilities lie. Allocation of work packages to co-researchers 
tends to fall into place. However, it may require a certain 
amount of negotiation and the project manager must expect 
either to take on those work packages that remain unallocated 
or recruit a new member to the team to undertake them. 

Creating the timeline for the research
It is important to involve co-researchers in both mapping  
out the order in which the research should be undertaken  
and how long each work package will take. Mapping each  
work package out on a Gantt chart can be very helpful. Bear  
in mind that completing participatory research projects can 
take longer than expected. It is often not co-researchers’ 
priority and has to be fitted around their day to day 
commitments. It is important to talk individually to each 
member of the team to ascertain their other commitments and 
that the deadline, which must be agreed by the co-researcher 

and the project leader, is feasible. Nevertheless, always have 
time in hand.

Ethical considerations

Mutual respect
A successful project is built on mutual 
respect among participants. It is vital that 
all participants ideas are listened to and 
discussed even if they do not tally with 
your own.

Participants wellbeing
The physical and mental wellbeing of  
co-researchers is of paramount 
importance. It is the duty of the project 
leader to ensure that all those involved 
understand what is expected of them, 
to ensure that any associated risks have 

been clearly articulated and that the participation is being 
undertaken willingly. 

Intellectual property
Co-research requires considerable give and take in intellectual 
property. It is important to make sure that all those involved 
understand how their intellectual property is to be used. The 
understanding should ideally be arrived at in conversation but 
confirmed in a Memorandum of Understanding.

It is also important to make it clear in any outputs that 
the intellectual property resides in the project and must be 
appropriately acknowledged.

Consent
Ensure you draw up participant information sheets and participant 
consent forms so everyone is clear about how their data will be 
used. Remember to think about future use of the data.

Data Management 
Ensure that your project has set out how research data will be 
collected, stored and for how long it will be retained.

Acknowledging contributors 
Some members of the team will be more active and contribute 
more than others and people not officially on the team may 
also become lead contributors. It is important at the end of the 
project that everyone who has been involved feels they have 
been appropriately acknowledged and thanked.  

Document what you do
Remember to keep a a record of what you do and how the project 
moves forward including a photographic record as appropriate.

Pitfalls to guard against

Deadlines not being met
Bear in mind that deadlines are seldom met. Where co-
researchers are with their work packages should form part of 

the agenda of the regular project meetings. It is also a good idea 
to contact co-researchers individually at the halfway point to 
discuss how the work is going. Also check in with them shortly 
before the work should be delivered. Always build in extra time.

Scale of the project getting out of control
Co-researchers’ enthusiasm can easily lead to projects becoming
more ambitious than is possible with the available funding. It is 
important to keep control of the project.

Surveys not answering in retrospect the questions 
they should have done 
When scoping the research and thus required surveys, it is easy 
to focus too much on finding the answers to the problems in 
your mind at the time rather than considering what you might 
want to know once the project is complete.

Key participants leaving the group
During the course of a project, people’s lives change at home and 
at work. Participants may also find their interest in the project 
wanes. Any participant has a right to leave the group if they wish.
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Funder: Museums Libraries and  
Archives Council: Specialist  
Network Implementation Grant

Project manager: MoDiP acting as convenor of the PSSN

Date span of project: 2007-08

What did it aim to achieve?
• To provide a resource to help people in museums, with little 

or no prior knowledge of plastics, better care for, document, 
and interpret objects made of plastics in their collections.

What were its research 
questions?

• What fields of knowledge are 
essential for the curation  
of objects made of plastics?

• What is the information 
required to populate  
those fields?

What were its outputs?
A web resource accessible at  
www.modip.ac.uk/projects/curators-
guide-plastics.

Who took part in the 
project?
Members of the Plastics Subject 
Specialist Network and Plastics 
Historical Society in partnership 
with members from the 20th 
Century Society; Modern Materials 
in Collections: Scotland; UK Centre 
for Materials Education, University 
of Liverpool; and Social History 
Curators’ Group. The project  

involved over 
100 people.  
Participants are listed: www.modip.ac.uk/
projects/curators-guide/methodology-and-
contributors.

How did they become involved?
Members of the PSSN responded to a survey 
initiating the project. Some were invited to 
give papers at one of the 
four regional workshops. 

Each workshop was held 
in partnership with a different organisation with 
an interest in the subject and was chaired by  
a representative of that organisation. 

Others were invited to attend the workshops 
through open calls to the PSSN and to partnership 
organisations.

What did they do?
PSSN members responded to an initial 

questionnaire 
about the fields of 
knowledge needed 
to help them better 
care for, document 
and interpret 
plastic objects in their collections. 

All delegates to the 
workshops had input through 
what they said they wished 
to learn from the workshops, 
their participation at them, 
their questions, observations 
and feedback. 26 delegates 
brought their own objects to 

A curator’s
guide to
plastics
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the workshops for discussion. They also contributed  
to the peer review process.

What were the research and 
delivery processes?
Workshops with the following partners  
were organised as a means of gathering 
content for the guide:

Design Museum, London, in partnership 
with the 20th Century Society.
Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, 
Edinburgh, in partnership with the Modern 
Materials in Collections: Scotland.
Tate Liverpool in partnership with the UK  
Centre for Materials Education, University  
of Liverpool.
Wakefield Museum in partnership with  
the Social History Curators’ Group.

The structure of each workshop was identical and based 
on the fields of knowledge PSSN members requested.  
Its content provided the content for the guide.  
In the morning speakers gave papers on:

Milestones in the development and use  
of plastics.
Identification: plastic materials and production 
techniques.

Care of plastics.
And in the afternoon, there were four 

sessions:
Discussion of venue and/or partner 

specific plastics.
Open discussion of delegates 
objects.
Group discussion with speakers.
Feedback.

At each workshop, the 
speakers had the same brief but 

interpreted it in their own and 
very different ways, thus providing 

wonderfully rich materials on which to 
build the resource. 

The guide’s structure and content were 
discussed in an iterative process with delegates, speakers 

and chairs. 
The guide’s text was written by MoDiP as convenor of the 

PSSN drawing on the content gathered at the workshops. 
A draft for comment was sent to all those who had been 
involved. 25 participants provided feedback leading to 
amendment of the draft by MoDiP as convenor of the PSSN. 
Finally, it was peer-reviewed by six experts (curators, 
conservators, scientists and private collectors) with 
complementary knowledge and amended by MoDiP as convenor 
of the PSSN.

What ethical issues did the project raise?
The project built on the intellectual property of many individuals. 
The invitations to participate as chair, speaker or delegate 
made it clear that one purpose of the workshops was to gather 

information for a resource which would lead 
to the repurposing of contributions to 

benefit people working in the field. 

What, with hindsight, 
would we have liked 
to do differently?
Written agreement to 
repurpose participators’ 
intellectual property 
should have been 
obtained.

The project should 
have been better 
documented by 
photographs taken 
at the workshops.

.

The Summary guidelines are built on the experience gained managing these MoDiP projects. The Plastics Subject Specialist 
Network projects are grouped together in date order followed by two further independent MoDiP projects.
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Funder: Arts Council England: Subject Specialist Networks 
strand

Date span of project: 2012 – 2013

Project manager: MoDiP acting as convenor of the PSSN

What did it aim to achieve?
To create physical and online resources to help curators identify 
the plastics from which objects in their collections are made.

What were its research questions? 

• Which are the plastics most often found in museum 
collections?

• How can different plastics be identified?
• How can this knowledge be presented physically?
• How can this knowledge be presented online?

What were its outputs?
A resource in a suitcase available for loan from modip@aub.ac.uk; 
only transport costs are charged.
A web resource accessible at www.modip.ac.uk/projects/toolkit.

Who took part in the project? 
Members of the PSSN and Plastics Historical Society.

How did they become involved?
PSSN members were asked to respond to a survey thus initiating 
the project.

The Plastics Historical Society’s collection is on long loan to 
MoDiP, and members of the society had collaborated on two 
previous projects.  MoDiP, knowing how useful the expertise of the 
Society’s members would be, asked for their participation.

Identifying plastics toolkit

Above: The travelling toolkit

Right: Upper and lower layers of 
objects in the Travelling toolkit 
contained within a suitcase.

Material samples from the 
Toolkit. The numbers on the 
samples can be matched up 
with written descriptions 
of the characteristics of the 
various materials.

Example of a route map question and the flowchart 
underpinning it.
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What did they do?
PSSN members responded to a survey expressing a need for such a 
physical and online resource.  

Several Plastics Historical Society members provided objects 
for inclusion in the travelling version.  

The Chair of the Plastics Historical Society in collaboration 
with MoDiP acting as convenor of the PSSN developed the 
methodology for identifying the different plastics. 

Delegates using the Toolkit at a South West Federation of 
Museums training day, July 2014.          

Delegates peer reviewing the Toolkit at a workshop held on HMS 
Belfast, January 2013.

The travelling version was peer reviewed at a workshop by 
members of both the PSSN and Plastics Historical Society. 

Individual PSSN and Plastics Historical Society members 
provided peer review of the online version. Peer review is ongoing: 
evaluation forms remain available at: https://www.modip.ac.uk/
projects/toolkit

What were the research and delivery processes?
The contents of MoDiP and Plastics Historical Society’s collection 
were analysed to identify which plastics are most encountered in 
museum collections. 

Representative objects were studied to determine ways in 
which they could be differentiated by their look, feel, smell and 
sound.

The findings were developed into a physical learning 
methodology, housed in a suitcase, and an online route map, 
based on binary questions relating to the physical characteristics 
of the objects. 

What ethical issues did the project raise?
None.

What, with hindsight, would we have liked to do 
differently?
We wanted the project to be widely used and beneficial on a 
global scale. However, we should have made it clear in both 
versions that the look, feel, smell and sound identification 
methodology was the project’s intellectual property and that its 
use by others should be appropriately acknowledged. 



Funder: Arts Council England: Subject Specialist Networks 
strand

Date span of project: 2014-2019

Project manager: MoDiP acting as convenor of the PSSN

What did it aim to achieve? 
The plastics group of materials consists of a vast number of 
different plastics that are more or less vulnerable, react differently 
to the environment, and degrade in different ways. Several 
ambitious science-based projects had recently addressed the 
problem. This project aimed to build workforce skills and share 
excellence and best practice in this area of collections knowledge 
in a way that was accessible to those without scientific knowledge 
and could be undertaken without specialist staff members.

What were its research questions? 
• What forms of degradation are frequently encountered in 

museum objects made of plastics? 
• How can museums without specialist facilities take best care 

of plastics objects in their collections?
• What interventive treatments should museums without 

specialist conservation staff undertake on plastics objects?

What were its outputs?
Four seminar papers available on film.
A short film providing an overview of the seminar.
An account of standard practice for the care of plastics objects.
18 case studies of objects made of different plastics, identified 
by IR spectroscopy, degraded in different ways, each including 
photographs tracking their condition over five years, good  
practice in their care, and available treatments.
All available at www.modip.ac.uk/research/confronting-plastics-
preservation.

Who were the participants in the project?
Members of the Plastics SSN and the Plastics Historical Society.

Confronting  
Plastics  

Preservation

IR spectroscopy 
spectrum for 
acrylonitrile butadiene 
styrene and a  Screen 
shot of one of case 
study related to the 
spectrum above.

 

How did they become involved?
The project was initiated by a questionnaire sent to PSSN members. 
Once funding was received there was a call out to PSSN members 
for papers for the seminar and small museums likely to find the 
project of interest were targeted; additional specific individuals 
were asked to undertake specific roles.

What did they do?
Members of the PSSN responded to a questionnaire initiating the 
project.
29 people from 20 organisations attended the inaugural seminar 
of whom four gave papers, and nine contributed objects for 
discussion.
Seven museums and two individuals contributed objects to the 
resource.
Scientific analysis was undertaken by the polymer scientist at the 
Victoria and Albert Museum.
Fact checking was undertaken by a Tate conservator.

Delegates at the Confronting Plastics Preservation seminar held at the Museum of Childhood, London, with degrading objects 
discussed from the host museum’s collection.

Photographs of the same object showing how degradation has 
changed over five years. 

Twice yearly photography of the objects for five years was 
undertaken by MoDiP.

What were the research and delivery processes?
To make the resource as useful as possible, it was developed in 
a series of collaborative stages, each one involving the museum 
community.

Stage 1: an online survey was used to canvas opinions about 
how and what people wanted to learn, the kind of seminar they 
wanted and where it should be held. The results of this survey fed 
into the planning of Stage 2.

Stage 2: the Confronting plastics preservation seminar was held 
on 25 July 2014 at the Museum of Childhood, Bethnal Green, 
London. Objects, information and expertise showcased at the 
seminar informed Stage 3.

Stage 3: creation and review of the online resource. Its content 
was derived from the papers given at Stage 2 with additional 
input by the V&A’s polymer scientist and a 3D art and objects 
conservator with experience of British Museum and Tate 
collections.

What ethical issues did the project raise?
The project’s methodology was dependent on experts’ giving freely 
of their expertise and for its repurposing into the resource.

What, with hindsight, would we have liked to do 
differently?
The photography of the objects featured in the resource 
undertaken every six months over a five year period was time-
consuming and hard to analyse. A better way of monitoring 
change should have been found.
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When it was possible workshops in the presence of objects 
from the host venue were held at the Victoria and Albert Museum, 
MoDiP, Leeds Museums and Galleries, the Westminster Menswear 
Archive and the Archives of the University of Glasgow. Participants 
were invited and joined both in person and online.

Objects from the workshops were selected for inclusion in 
the guide and the discussions provided skeletal information 
for the guide compiled by MoDiP acting as convenor of the 
PSSN. Drafts were shared online with project team members 
and thereafter compiled and edited in an additive and iterative 
process involving the project team and the Plastics Historical 
Society scientist member.

Fibres were taken from the garments variously by conservators 
at the museums involved and by a freelance conservator. Scientific 
analysis of the fibres was undertaken by University College 
London.

Fact checking was undertaken by a PSSN member, formerly 
polymer scientist at the Victoria and Albert Museum.

The guide was peer reviewed at a workshop held at the 
Museum of London and at the time of writing another peer review 
workshop is being planned in Glasgow.

What ethical issues did the project raise?
The project took place during the pandemic. There is always a 
duty of care for those involved in a project. Responsibility for 
participants’ mental wellbeing was heighted by the situation.

What, with hindsight, would we have liked to do 
differently?
The project turned out to be much more complicated and time 
consuming than expected. Its scale, while admirable, should have 
been kept better under control. Only time will tell whether that 
would have made a better resource.

Peer review workshop at the Museum of London, 11 July 2022.

Who were the participants in the project?
Members of the PSSN, DATS and the Plastics Historical Society.

How did they become involved?
Members of the PSSN, when asked for ideas 
for a new project suggested a resource of this 
kind but did not feel they had the expertise 
to compile it. The PSSN convenor therefore 
approached DATS and the PSSN and DATS 
submitted a joint application for funding.

Once funding was received it was reported 
in the Plastics Historical Society’s newsletter 
and members came forward offering their 
expertise.

Who did what?
DATS members were largely responsible 
for providing the content along with 
a Plastics Historical Society member 

who had been a scientist working in the 
industry.
Scientific analysis and fact checking was 

provided by scientist members of the PSSN.

 

 
What were the research and delivery processes?
The intention had been to follow the processes adopted for the 
Curator’s guide to plastics examined above, however the Covid 19 
pandemic and ensuing restrictions on public gatherings made that 
impossible.  We therefore adapted to partial online working. The 
project team consisting of three DATS members from the Victoria 
and Albert Museum and one from Glasgow Museums and the 
Plastics SSN convenor from MoDiP met and agreed to co-opt two 
further experts to fill gaps in the current team’s expertise, one a 
scientist PSSN member and the other a conservator DATS member 
from Glasgow and Nottingham Trent Universities, respectively.

A potential structure for the guide was mapped out, discussed 
and agreed online. 

Funder: Art Fund: Curatorial Networks grant.  
With additional support from the British Plastics 
Federation, the Worshipful Company of Horners, 
and the Plastics Historical Society

Date span of project: 2020-22

Project manager: MoDiP acting as convenor 
of the PSSN

What were its research questions? 
•	 What fields of knowledge are essential for the 

curation of semi- synthetic and synthetic 
garments?

•	 What is the information required to 
populate those fields?

What were its outputs?  
A guide available online at www.modip.ac.uk/projects/
curators-guide-synthetic-garments and as a downloadable 
booklet at https://dressandtextilespecialists.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2021/09/Curating-Semi-and-Synthetic-Fibres.pdf.

What did it aim to achieve?
Outside the scientific community, knowledge and understanding 
of synthetic textile fibres in museum collections tends to be 
diffuse and limited. As a result, garments made from semi and 
fully synthetic fibres are liable to be neglected. The project aimed 
to create a guide to address this knowledge gap. 

A curator’s 
guide to 
synthetic 
garments



Funder: Nesta, Arts & Humanities 
Research Council and public funding 
by the National Lottery through Arts 
Council England: Digital R & D Fund for 
the Arts

Date span of project: 2013-14

Project manager: MoDiP

What did it aim to achieve?
To develop a gamified crowdsourcing platform with 
appropriate acceptance practices to verify and integrate 
players’ contributions to the metadata of objects within the 
curatorial process. The intention was that the game would 
benefit curators by providing facts relating to objects in 
the collections they were unable to find themselves; and 
the people who played the game by providing them with a 

deeper kind of engagement with the 
collection than the public habitually 
experiences.

What were its research 
questions? 

Lead research question:  can a digital game-
based approach and IPR framework engage 

an audience in the crowdsourcing of unrecorded 
curatorial object metadata?

Supporting research questions: 
•	 How should the game platform, support materials and 

facilitation practices be designed to support complex game-
based crowdsourcing? 

•	 What are suitable processes to verify and integrate user-
generated content into collections without compromising 
professional standards?

•	 How can IPR aspects of integrating user-generated content 
into collections be addressed in a way that acknowledges 
contributors without blocking future re-use?

•	 What are suitable ways to obtain informed consent from 
players concerning usage of their contributions by the 
institution without negatively impacting on the player 
experience? 

•	 What are suitable ways to develop participation and reach 
new audiences for the collection? 

10 Most Wanted partners at a 
networking event held by Nesta, 
11 March 2013.

What were its outputs?  
Collections game involving the public in researching missing 
metadata from the documentation of museum objects. 

Exhibition providing examples of the game available at www.
modip.ac.uk/exhibitions/10-most-wanted.

Research and development report, including many supporting 
reports. https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/
nobanner/20161103175802/http://artsdigitalrnd.org.uk/projects/
museum-of-design-in-plastic/.

Who took part in the 
project?
MoDiP (Arts partner.)
Adaptive Technologies (Technology 
partner).
Interactive Technologies Research 
Group, University of Brighton 
(Research partner).
Group of 24 volunteers.
Crowdsourced members of the 
public: over 300 people registered 
with the site and 43 people joined 
the Facebook group.

How did they become 
involved?
Adaptive Technologies had built 
MoDiP’s website and suggested 
the project because of the extent 
of missing metadata from MoDiP’s 
documentation. The company was situated in Brighton and had a 
link to Brighton University.

The volunteer group was drawn from volunteers at the 
Regency Town House, Brighton, where the offices of Adaptive 
Technologies were situated.

The crowdsourced public were recruited through social media.

Who did what?
The arts partner was responsible for coordinating the project, 
engaging with audiences, facilitating game play and social channels, 
marketing the project and disseminating the research among arts 
organisations and sustaining the project post-funding.

The technology partner was responsible for 
technical setup, requirements analysis, UX design, 
game design, website and mobile app development, 
and technical documentation of the system.

The research partner was responsible for the 
research design, literature review, IP model review and 
template, formative and summative evaluations, and 
disseminating the research.

The volunteer group acted as consultants on 
design issues that arose during the development of 
the website. 

The public played the game, found missing 
metadata and contributed posts on Facebook. They 
were also involved in the review of the project.

What were the research and delivery processes?
A literature review grounded the project in theory and informed 
the design of all aspects of the developed platform, engagement 

and facilitation practices, game mechanics, IP models and process 
to integrate contributions with collection metadata. 

An IP survey explored potential users’ mental models, 
expectations and preferences in relation to making their 
contributions, feeding into the development of the IP model.

Ideation and prototyping of the project mechanisms and 
website.

Exploratory design sessions with potential users fed into the 
development of the management system.

Iterative development processes were used 
throughout.

What ethical issues did the project 
raise?
Intellectual property specifically of the 
members of the public who played the game.

What, with hindsight, would we 
have liked to do differently?
When it came to organising the interaction 
between the website and the social media 
channels, there seemed to be two options.

Route 1. Make a website where the curators 
can manage the museum artefacts and store 
information discovered about them, while 
relying on existing social media channels to host 
the conversations between curators and users.

Route 2. Make a site that, in addition to 
managing artefacts and storing information, also has its own  
in-built social media tools and hosts its own conversations.

We chose Route 1. This allowed for extremely useful feedback 
from users during development but meant that the route between 
social media platforms and the website was not clear. Users did 
not necessarily read how their contributions made on Facebook 
would be repurposed on the website. One contributor, who joined 
the project when not all the social channels were fully set up, left 
the project after feeling misled about the way his contributions 
were reproduced on the project website. In retrospect we realised 

that route 2 would 
have worked better, as 
it would have avoided 
this problem, however 
it would have 
required additional 
development time. 
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Funder: Arts Council England, Resilience Project 

Date span of project: 2016-18

Project manager:  MoDiP

What did it aim to achieve?
Small museums must become more resilient. Deeper collaboration 
with industry is one way to achieve this. This project aimed  
to explore models of industry engagement and create examples to 
help small specialist museums, whatever their industry focus, to 
develop workforce skills in this respect.

What were its research questions? 
•	 To what extent and how have small specialist museums 

interacted with industry?
•	 What other types of interaction are possible?
•	 How do the interactions work?
•	 What are the potential mutual benefits and costs of 

interaction?

What were its outputs:
10 step guide to engaging with industry with 10 
downloadable resources.
Four industry interactions from the plastics 
or design industries.
All available at: www.modip.ac.uk/projects/
symbiosis.

Who were the participants in the 
project?
Industry consultant.
Representatives of 20 small museums.

How did they become involved?
The industry consultant was the successful 
applicant to an advertisement.

The representatives of the small museums 
responded to a call sent out to all museums 
with a specialist focus identified as having 
fewer than 5 full time equivalent staff.

Who did what?
The industry consultant contacted potential 
companies.

The museum representatives attended either the inaugural 
workshop of the project, held at the London Transport Museum, 
on 14 February 2017 or the Masterclass, held at the British 
Plastics Federation, London, 14 March 2018, or both. At both 
events they provided information about their museum’s current 

state of industry engagement and contributed other ideas which 
helped to shape this resource.

Five of the museum representatives, self-selected, peer 
reviewed the outputs.

What were the research and delivery processes?
Online survey to ascertain existing practice and enlist partner 

museums.
Two workshops with representatives of the 20 

partner museums sharing experience. 
Telephone conversations with 70 businesses on 

the potential of collaboration with museums from their 
perspective.

Interviews with representatives of four 
participating businesses.

Hands on creation of four collaborative 
museum and industry projects.

What ethical issues did the 
project raise?

Ownership of intellectual 
property in relation to the 

industry interactions. 

What, with 
hindsight, would 
we have liked to do 
differently?
We should have had a 
formal agreement clarifying 
expectation of each party 

including an intellectual 
property agreement with each 

company that enabled industry 
interactions. 

Symbiosis:
a model of resilience for  
small specialist museums


